Family Destructuring as a Results of Workforce Migration. Romanian Realities  by Safta, Cristina Georgiana et al.
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  116 ( 2014 )  2549 – 2555 
1877-0428 © 2013 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Selection and/or peer-review under responsibility of Academic World Education and Research Center.
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.01.609 
ScienceDirect
5th World Conference on Educational Sciences - WCES 2013 
Family Destructuring as a Results of Workforce Migration. 
Romanian Realities 
Cristina Georgiana Safta a *, Emil Stan b, Corina Iurea c, Mihaela Suditu d 
aPetroleum Gas University of Ploiesti, 39 Bucuresti Blvd., Ploiesti 100680, Romania 
bPetroleum-Gas University of Ploiesti, 39 Bucuresti Blvd, Ploiesti 100680, Romania  
cTitu Maiorescu University of Bucharest, 187 Vacaresti , Bucharest 040051, Romania 
dPetroleum-Gas University of Ploiesti, 39 Bucuresti Blvd, Ploiesti 100680, Romania 
Abstract 
After 1989, major changes in all fields of economic, social, political and moral life have taken place in Romania, these 
changes having great impact on family life. Economic crisis, increased unemployment, decreased income, and increased 
poverty on the one hand, the absence of viable social protection measures, on the other hand, triggered at the social level, 
the belief that ensuring acceptable living conditions in the country is impossible. In this context, migration of workforce has 
acquired new dimensions and its effects on family life are more and more obvious. The purpose of our study is, on the one 
hand, analyzing the current situation of the workforce migration in Romania, showing its main consequences on the family 
structure, inter-familiar relations, children’s psychological development and social integration and, on the other hand, 
offering some viable solution to suppress the negative effects of such a phenomenon.   
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1. International migration  - scop and dynamics 
“Deconstructed, reconstructed, monoparental, or artificially generated homoparental, family is nowadays subject 
to great confusion, giving rise to many disasters. (…) Our age generates at the same time a profound anguish: 
disoriented by the loss of authority of the father, mutilated by the liberalization of morals, shaken by the uncertainty 
specific to the modern economy, family appears ever less capable to transmit the values it has long embodied.” 
(Roudinesco, E.,2006) 
Economic changes started to have a growing impact on family relationships and atmosphere. Job cut-offs, some 
professions disappearing while simultaneously others emerge all produce insecurities in relation to the future of 
family, shifting parents’ focus from family issues towards work related problems. On this background the migration 
of workforce accentuates the crisis of modern family. 
Many of the studies conducted so far in the field of workforce migration have often referred to the migrant as 
individual without considering family as a unit to be analyzed. It is therefore necessary to add new perspectives to 
the analysis based on family and gender roles.  
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The new economy of workforce migration argues that the decision to migrate is not exclusively taken by the 
individual but also by family as a group. It acts in a collective manner to increase revenue and minimize economic 
risks by encouraging the departure of one of its members to work abroad. This family dynamics has direct 
consequences on the ones that family supported in their decision to migrate. Nevertheless, although family is 
renowned as an important force for social development and cohesion, the politics in the field of migration have 
continued to approach the migrant as an individual and not as a link in family system. As a consequence the politics 
in the field of migration have ignored aspects regarding family restructuring, the role of values and family patterns, 
the distribution of gender roles, aspects that can be the cause of many problems for migrants and their families (cf. 
Nations Unies, Rapport du Rapporteur spécial sur les droits de l’homme des migrants, Jorge Bustamante, 16 mars 
2010).  
With migration, traditional family structures and gender roles within them suffer serious changes, with important 
consequences on the development of children who are forced to take risks and responsibilities beyond their age. In 
some cases, they are forced to leave school, and their development becomes questionable; in other cases, school 
outcomes improve, on the one hand because money received from parents help them attend the best schools and for 
longer time, on the other hand because parents become aware of the importance of a successful educational path 
because of their migratory experience.  
2. International politics in the field of migration 
Today, politics in the field of migration have not adequately responded to the new challenges represented by 
transnational families. In compliance with the definition of family – which can vary a lot according to different 
regions and cultures – and, irrespective of the immigrant status of its members, the new politics are necessary to 
maintain the principle of family unity, a fundamental right in international law. The definition of “family” can be a 
sovereign decision of each state, but an equal treatment of immigrant families from families in host country is the 
focus of family-friendly migration policies. 
Migrant workers who have access to their traditional family structures are potentially more productive, perhaps 
healthier and better adapted than those who are isolated from their families. Increasing well-being of migrants 
within their families either through family reunification or by increasing cross-border communication, can lead to 
favourable conditions, such as reducing stress levels and showing an increased availability of migrant workers 
towards employers in the host country. 
In many of the countries affected by the departure of a large number of people looking for a job, migration has 
helped to stimulate economic growth, but also changed the normal behaviour in the family, depriving children of 
their parents’ presence and leaving the elderly without social support from family members. However, family 
reunification, family unity or the assistance and accountability of the family that remains in the home country are 
still measures that are less present in migration policies. 
Experience shows that circular migration programs are able to create better conditions for maintaining links with 
and supporting the family, both through incentives for voluntary return and reintegration at the end of their 
migration cycle. But circularity is often limited by restrictive migration policies, which can lead to illegal migration, 
which in turn limits the mobility of migrants, including their ability to return home, as migrants are trapped in the 
host country. This can have two consequences: the family is separated for a longer time, and illegal migration of the 
entire family is encouraged. 
3. Migration phenomenon in Romania – history and context 
3.1. History of migration in Romania 
In some regions, labor migration to richer countries has a history of over 30 years. Ever since the ‘70s Romanian 
government agreed to a "workforce export" to certain countries. Although for much of the population free 
movement and contacts with foreign countries were prohibited, a small fraction of workers benefited from special 
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passports allowing them to enter several countries for work purposes. The first contacts of this kind took place 
between CMEA Member States (Council for Mutual Economic Assistance): Russia and the German Democratic 
Republic. Later contacts were extended to West Germany and Arab countries. Libya, Egypt, Iraq received the first 
Romanian workers in the period before the Revolution of '89, the main job openings being in construction and 
agriculture. 
If in many regions of Romania temporary international migration (often clandestine) appeared with the fall of 
communism, in other areas migration to Spain or Italy is only an extension of practices older than 20 years. 
Poverty, lack of job opportunities or family problems following the fall of the communist regime caused massive 
departures of Romanians abroad, hoping to make a better life. Those who suffer from these departures are the 
children, usually left with grandparents or a guardian. The connection to their parents is done by phone, internet or 
photographs, and their emotional needs assume a background role... 
Labor migration in recent years has become a matter of national interest, which is why non-governmental 
organizations active in child protection are calling on the government to urgently adopt a plan of measures to assist 
these children. 
According to data provided by NAPCR (National Agency for Protection of Child Rights), an institution that 
holds the role of monitoring this phenomenon, in early 2009 in Romania there were over 82,464 children left 
without one or both parents after their departure to work abroad. Of these, 26,406 came from families where both 
parents were gone to work abroad; 47,154 came formfamilies where a parent has gone to work abroad and 8904 
from families where the only supporter is left to work abroad. Other 2500 children were included in the social 
protection system. 
3.2. Investigative approach 
In this context, our study aims: to identify underlying causes of labor migration; the analysis of the impact a 
family member’s departure to work abroad has on their families; proposing solutions, programs, activities that could 
support these families. 
The methods used to achieve these objectives were: document analysis; interview-based survey; structured 
observation. 
In the analysis of official public documents were used both previous studies conducted at national level (The 
impact of parents’ migration on children left at home - study conducted by Save the Children Foundation Romania; 
Migration and its effects on the family front - research conducted by the International Organization for Migration), 
and international documents such as: Rapport du Raporteur spécial sur les droits de l’homme des migrants – Mission 
en Roumanie (2009), Rapport de la Commission mondiale sur les migrations internationales, International Institute 
for Migration studies - Vers un nouveau calendrier de recherché sur la migration internationale. 
Regarding the interview, we opted for the semi-structured interview and individual interview. The interview 
guide consisted of a series of questions regarding: the causes of migration, the parent left to work abroad, their 
educational level and professional experience, the relationship with the departed parent, ways of keeping in contact 
and frequency of interactions. 
Structured observation was made in relation to the following categories of information: family situation before 
departure / during the departure of one of its members working abroad, the impact of the departure – problems, new 
situations that arise; conclusions; recommendations. 
 
3.2.1. Analysis and interpretation of results 
3.2.1.1. Migration, gender and family 
Document analysis led to the idea that the effects of migration on families who remain at home depend on the 
migrant parent’s gender. Thus, an IOM study on migrant workers and their families shows that if the man is the one 
who migrates, the woman tends to assume parental and household responsibilities, while if the migrant is the 
woman, the father remained at home tends to rely more on assistance from the extended family such as 
grandparents, aunts and uncles. 
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Sometimes the migration of the male household head exposes women to a high degree of stress and challenges, 
described as the “Penelope Syndrome”, which can lead to mental and somatic disorders affecting family and 
community. On the other hand, positive effects of migration can be observed on wives who become stronger, taking 
over the role of family head and managing its financial resources. 
Studies show that gender roles within and outside the family structure can be significantly affected by the pattern 
of migration and its impact on development. Despite the key role that women play in social integration, they often 
are faced with exploitation and discrimination, even in their own communities. Gender mainstreaming in migration 
policies involves examining the effects of migration on women and men, so that both can benefit similar conditions. 
It is necessary to ensure fairness and non-discrimination on grounds of gender, both by legislative regulations, and 
by social, health, justice and employment services. 
Sometimes migration is a salutary solution when faced with an unhappy marriage, violence and oppression. 
Sometimes, it can contribute to increased social mobility, economic independence and relative autonomy. The new 
economic and social responsibilities may change the distribution of power within the family, may encourage 
women's participation in family decisions and holding control over resources. 
The impact of migration on workers and their families depends on: the existence of gender-friendly policies and 
an appropriate institutional environment; migrants and their families’ access to resources; recognition of their rights; 
receptivity shown to the existing gender roles in home and host country; the division of family responsibilities. 
For migration policies to take into account gender differences it is necessary to analyze the effects of migration 
on the distribution of gender roles and the empowerment of women, both when migrant women are part of a family 
or when they are single. 
3.2.1.2. The separation as experienced by the child 
Migration had harsh consequences on Romanian children, especially on those left in the home country, while 
their parents have emigrated in search of work. Various studies conducted between 2006 and 2008 showed that these 
children are especially vulnerable in terms of protection and access to education. According to a study published by 
UNICEF in 2008, the complexity of this phenomenon is explained by the various aspects of economic and social 
situation of the Romanians, especially the important differences that exist between different social strata. Studies 
have also shown that Eastern Romania is particularly affected by this problem. 
Most migrant parents try to work out a surrogate parenting system in order to minimize disruption in the child's 
life. However, numerous reports indicate that many children in this situation receive very little physical or emotional 
support from caregivers and often experience a feeling of abandonment. Also, despite parents’ efforts to maintain 
contact at least on telephone – which may be extremely scarce and irregular – the parent-child relationship is 
significantly altered (Suarez-Orozco, Todorova and Louie, 2002). 
Often children of migrant parents are inadequately protected or supervised, the consequences of their neglect 
being observed both emotionally and socially in: an attitude of indifference or timidity, attention disorders; low 
frustration tolerance; impaired self-esteem (overestimation or underestimation); the existence of unrealistic 
aspirations caused by cognitive distortions like "one does not have to learn to have money", "when I grow up I will 
go to work abroad and I don’t need school for that" etc.; difficulty adapting to new situations; vulnerability to 
physical, mental, sexual abuse and labor exploitation, human trafficking and prostitution. 
3.2.1.3. Child protection in the context of migration  
The institutional structures for the protection of children left in the home country by migrant parents are: the 
National Authority for Child Rights Protection (at central level), General Social Assistance Services and Child 
Protection (running locally) and public social assistance services run by townhalls. 
The National Authority for Child Rights Protection coordinates and supervises the implementation of plans, 
programs and activities aimed at preventing trauma to these children and protecting / helping child victims of this 
practice. In this context, NACRP directs the activity of the commissions responsible with identifying the ways to 
prevent / combat discrimination, commissions consisting of experts from different ministries and representatives of 
central authorities, civil society and international organizations such as UNICEF and the International Organization 
for Migration (Government Decision No. 1295/2004; decree no. 123-429/2004). 
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Law no. 272/2004 for the protection and promotion of child rights is the legal framework of public service 
interventions fovouring children of migrant parents left in the home country by migrant parents. According to 
Decree No. 219/2006 parents left abroad in search of work are required to notify local authorities of their departure 
and on measures taken to ensure social protection and guardianship of children. 
3.2.1.4. The separation as experienced by the parents 
In many cases, when migrant parents begin to become aware of the difficulties faced by their children they can 
display either a sense of helplessness, hopelessness, or a lack of perspective regarding the extent of the 
psychological impact of separation on their children. Often they may experience conflicting emotions: on the one 
hand they want to remain in the host country for the accumulation of a larger income, on the other hand, they want 
to be with their child. If they choose to remain abroad despite the problems encountered, these parents tend to try to 
compensate for their absence by excessively sending gifts and money for the children left home, as if forgetting 
about their emotional needs. 
If the child lives in a secure, comfortable environment around people who surround him with affection, the stress 
experienced by parents may be reduced. But even in these conditions parents will worry about their children and 
will experience a feeling of guilt. This can cause both low productivity in their work and an impaired physical or 
mental health. 
3.2.1.5. Counseling – opportunity in solving problems for families of migrants 
Glasgow and Ghouse-Sheese (1995) emphasized the importance mental health professionals should give to 
family structure, socializing practices, cultural traditions, and communication styles to build an effective and 
adapted therapeutic approach. Also, in the analysis of the problems migrant families face, they have to inventory the 
existing stereotypes. For a complete history of the problem the emotional, social, economic, educational and health 
factors must be taken into account for the period prior to migration. Identification of simple tools to assess the 
degree of anxiety and depression may also be useful. These symptoms, although often present, can be masked both 
in adults and children, with major implications for treatment planning 
In terms of school counselors, they most often face problems of adapting to school environment. Mitchell (2005) 
recommends school counselors to act mainly on children from disadvantaged backgrounds, who belong to 
vulnerable groups. In this way they can help change biased attitudes against these students and a better planning of 
school activities. It is also recommended the organization of special sessions of parents counseling, sessions in 
which they are informed of the possibility to apply to counseling as part of the family support network, and not only 
as last resort, if the child is in danger. 
Migrant families who have benefited from such services can be a resource for these sessions, being a positive 
factor for behavior modelling and for networking. Some of the topics that can be addressed during counseling 
sessions are aimed at: defining parental roles, issues of identity, discipline, the need for belonging, self esteem and 
pain of separation. 
The service plan for the child will necessarily include ways to maintain personal relationships with the parents of 
the child and the type of counseling services that will benefit the child. 
 Whether psychological counseling that will benefit the child will be done individually or in groups, the 
following approaches can help children adapt and go through the period of loneliness: 
- supportive counseling: through communication skills (synthesizing, reflecting, non-verbal communication) 
and empathy, the counselor can support the child to cope with the impact of his parents departure to work abroad. 
Counselors must explain to children that parents are away for a period of time and will return. They must encourage 
and support children's communication with parents through letters (including drawings for parents), by phone or 
email, depending on the level of child development. 
- counselling centered on problem solving: the fact that parents are away working abroad can not be changed 
during counseling, but the consequences of parents’ departure on children can be addressed in counseling. These 
consequences can disrupt children's daily activities. Talks about friends, about the positive and negative influences 
of friends, the advantages of education, about responsibilities, can help children to safely go through this time. 
- prevention of child abuse, sexual and labor exploitation and child trafficking should be counseling themes for 
children who are deprived of parental care as long as they are left to work abroad. 
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The main objective of the counseling of these children is that they be able to go through this period of parental 
absence and return to a sense of security in the child-parent relationship. 
Lack of intervention leads to increased problems and their actualization, sometimes requiring the intervention of 
a multidisciplinary team: psychologist, psychiatrist, physician, school counselor, police, etc. 
Counselling is essential in solving the problems of migrant families: it helps in the process of reconsideration of 
values and attitudes in life, in finding solutions to avoid risk, in overcoming obstacles, in establishing a healthy and 
beneficial atmosphere in the family and outside it. For this purpose both parents counseling and teachers counseling 
is necessary. 
To prevent risk situations, Laurenţiu Şoitu et al. (2001) recommend the following: intellectual support - 
educating parents such as providing information, counseling and psycho-pedagogical orientation; social support - 
money, goods and jobs (in the event of unemployment) or retraining; emotional support - psychological and 
psychiatric assistance for solving behavioral and emotional problems. 
3.2.1.6. Some possible solutions on supporting families of migrants.  
Community involvement and, in particular, the state institutions involvement would give continuity and 
durability to the whole approach to support families with migrants. It is thus outlined a series of recommendations 
such as: 
• establish a network of volunteers in local communities for identification and support of family and child in a 
crisis caused by the departure of one parent to work abroad. 
• identifying measures to support and monitor children whose parents are working abroad and who are left in the 
care of relatives or other persons. 
• support schools in accessing projects such as School after School. 
• strengthening relations between school and school counseling system, so that activities undertaken to respond 
and support the needs of each family of migrants 
• establishing a set of social services that can be offered to children whose parents are temporarily abroad: 
counselling; help with learning; leisure conditions; activities organized jointly with other children; home visits. 
 
4. Conclusions 
An optimal family system is complex in that it encourages the unique individual development of its members, but 
also unites them by the emotional ties created between them. To be prepared for the future, children need parents 
help to develop a positive and strong self image, a sense of self-confidence, self-discipline, social and emotional 
skills and the sense of responsibility. For all these a home is required in which these values should be supported 
especially through the parents’ example. 
Or, changes in the family because of one or both parents going to work abroad have serious repercussions on the 
psycho-emotional and social development of children, "the loss of internal lamdmarks is one of the most difficult 
facets of separation"(Béliveau, M., C., 2005, 45).  
It takes a concerted effort to adopt solutions that can lead to easier acceptance by children that their parents are 
away. One of these solutions is the individual or group counseling with the following benefits: clarifying the crisis 
situations; resolving tensions and internal conflicts; assisting children in solving the emotional/behavioral problems 
they face in view of their suitable settlement. Also, counseling supports families of migrants by valuing its members, 
helping them to be responsible, confident and proactive, with a desire to succeed in life. 
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